[Effects of Group Psychoeducation on stress reactivity neuroendocrine profile in stabilized bipolar patients. A controlled study].
Patients with bipolar disorder show a high relapse rate generally related to their poor adherence to the prescribed medications and to their high stress vulnerability, linked to genetic, neuroendocrine and cognitive factors. The first aim of this study was to verify if for a group of pharmacologically stabilized bipolar patients, the attendance to a Group Psychoeducation program according to the Barcelona model would result in an improvement of their stress resilience, as measurable by evaluating their morning cortisol secretory profile. The second aim of the study has been to verify if these effects would maintain stable over time, organizing follow-up evaluations, after one year and after two years form the end of the group psychoeducation program. 96 patients who had been euthymic for at least 6 months and were under stabilized pharmacologic maintenance treatment, were randomized in two groups: pharmacological treatment as usual (TAU) or pharmacological treatment plus group Psychoeducation (PE). Patients in both groups underwent a psychological assessment (HAMD, YMRS e ARMS), and to a functional assessment of the HPA axis activity, obtained evaluating cortisol levels from salivary samples collected in 5 different moments of the day: at baseline, at the end of the group psychoeducation program, and after 1 year and 2 years from the end of the last PE session. At the end of the study, both groups (PE and TAU) did not show any significant intergroup difference with regard to all the clinical variables and the patients' adherence to the prescribed medications. On the contrary, significative intergroup differences were observed with regard to morning cortisol secretory profile, that was found normalized at the endpoint only among patients of the PE group, but not among those of the TAU group. This normalization of the morning cortisol secretory profile observed among patients of the PE group, proved to maintain stably overtime, since it was observed also in the two follow-up assessments, organized after 1 year and after 2 year from the end the treatment. Data collected in this study may indicate that the efficacy of the psychoeducation programs for bipolar patients may activate an improvement of the functional activation of the HPA axis, and so obtaining a reduction of their stress vulnerability.